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Current concerns in the realm of information technology are related to the management of emergent issues that need immediate attention.  To these issues that have ‘ethical implications’ like the integration of various technologies or data, the reliable and secure provision of data across organisations (Fingar 2000; Henderson, 2001), there are those related to the ethics of information management across different cultural contexts (Rogerson and Bynum, 1996; Chepaitis, 2000).  Practitioners and managers of information systems have also claimed that the planning and implementation of technologies should provide enough support to allow them to address a variety of concerns which emerge in diverse cultural contexts (Chepaitis, 2000).  Such flexibility also ensures that organisations are capable enough to adapt their information technology infrastructure to the demands of business strategies (Earl, 1993, 1998 and 1999; Henderson and Venkatraman, 1999). 

In this paper, I argue that in the practice of information systems (IS) planning a more inclusive and critical approach is needed.  In such an approach it is not only essential to provide IS practitioners with flexible approaches to deal with emerging issues but also with capabilities of self-reflection about ethical issues.  This means that practitioners could be able to learn and reflect from their interventions in IS planning how they have become and want to be ‘ethical subjects’, in such a way that interventions can help themselves pursuing their own ethical purposes in life.

The paper will start by exploring current issues in the domain of information systems planning, particularly the need to involve people more closely in the definition of initiatives and plans.  This implies for IS practitioners defining flexible approaches to tackle emerging issues throughout the process of IS planning and implementation.   Similar issues have been identified in the realm of critical systems thinking (CST).  These have led researchers to use critically the idea of systems boundary and combine whole methods or methodologies, parts or sets of them to tackle situations of social design.  The theories of boundary critique and autopoiesis are introduced to propose a synergy between them that support practical intervention in processes of information systems planning.  The application of these ideas in practice led the author of this paper to identify himself as an ethical subject, exhibiting particular ethical concerns.  These and other concerns are analysed from the perspective of Michel Foucault’s work on power and ethics (Foucault, 1977, 1980, 1984a,b,c,d and 1985).  This analysis provides the ground for discussing the implications of the use of Michel Foucault’s notion of power-ethics in the practice of information systems (IS) planning. 

2.	Information Systems (IS) Planning in the Information Society

Advocates of the information society have envisioned that the provision of information-based products and services will improve the living conditions of societies in general (Negroponte, 1995; Ireland_1996).  This vision is also related to the establishment of a new economy, a type of 'e-conomy' based on the production of information services and products (UNESCO, 92; CEC, 1997).  To this situation, those willing to gain benefits from the information society should plan on how to achieve such a vision.  Planning of information systems becomes a process of adopting this vision in the shortest time. 

In the above context, information systems planning processes in organisations inherit the need to work towards defining and achieving a vision, considering the environment with which they are interacting.  Increasingly, institutions need to adapt to new international technological environments that are heterogeneous (Lai and Chun, 2002) and address continuously the gaps that emerge between business and information needs (Croteau and Bergeron, 2001; Luftman, 2000; Peppard, 2001; Sabherwal and Chan, 2001; Theo and Ang, 1999;).  It is almost mandatory for organisations to acquire technological capabilities that enable them to gain quick access to sources of expertise and innovation across geographical regions (Holland et al, 1999; Wind, 2001) and to transform institutional structures in information-based structures (Earl, 1999; Fingar, 2000).  Information systems planning is highly influenced by the opportunities of using information technology in such a way that a plan becomes also an information provision plan for an organisation so it can achieve the stated vision (Earl, 1999).  

At the same time, it appears a key to the success of information systems planning is to ensure the commitment of all who are involved and affected by such process, including the top management (Theo and Ang, 1999; Luftman, 2000; Peppard, 2001).  Commitment of individuals ensures that organisations can cope with side effects derived from planning like redundancies, cultural change and discomfort (McFarlan and McKenney, 1983; Hammer and Champy, 1995).  Rewards of commitment are said to be having a more de-centralised and flexible organisations, which would allow individuals to have autonomy over their tasks and freedom to develop their own initiatives (Kelly et al, 1999).    The potential obstacles encountered when planning and implementing information systems are said to be insignificant in comparison to the benefits that employees, customers and providers of information receive information systems are in place (Hammer and Champy, 1995).   

Nevertheless, recent developments in strategic planning make evident the need to base the definition of action plans in human values and to develop flexible plans.  Flexibility involves a shift from the focus on organisational efficiency and control towards more human related like the importance of maintaining a corporate ethos or culture of care about employees and customers as the main drivers of action (Mintzberg, 1994; Campbell and Alexander, 1997; Mair, 1999 and 2000; Campbell, 2000).  In the realm of information systems, lack of involving individuals and understanding of their needs has resulted in problems of maintenance and migration of information systems to new technological environments, as well as lack of fast responsiveness to market demands with technology (Robertson, 1997; Mitleton-Kelly and Papaefthimiou, 1999; Peppard, 2001).

The above makes evident the need to include people in the process of planning, and address concerns that are not necessarily related to the provision of information to ensure a more adequate definition and implementation of computer systems (Lyytinen and Hirschheim, 1987; Zuboff, 1988; Clegg et al, 1996).  By such an inclusion, emerging issues that impact the implementation of information systems and are impacted by it could be identified and managed. This means advocating a more flexible approach towards planning that could enable practitioners to bear in mind different concerns surrounding the definition and implementation of information systems (Earl, 1993) and consider the broader implications that any initiative might have for organisations and the wider of society.  

3.	The theory of boundary critique

Issues of participation and inclusion of emerging concerns in planning have also been addressed in the literature on critical systems thinking (CST).  In CST, A continuous dialogue has been established between practitioners in order to contribute to inform the design of social plans and initiatives for action (Gregory, 1992; Flood and Romm, 1995; Midgley, 1996, 1997 and 2000). 

CST practitioners are primarily interested in the development of intervention methodology and the design of social systems, — which is why it is a relevant source of ideas for IS planning —. As there is a vast number of research informing this literature, only one of the developments in CST will be explored, that of the theory of boundary critique for systemic intervention. This will contribute to the definition of a methodological approach to address the issues in information systems planning already identified in this section.  

Within CST there is a stream of development that is focused on the notion of improvement and boundary critique (Churchman, 1970; Ulrich, 1983; Midgley, 1997 and 2000).  The term improvement is related to social design.  In a set of plans, what appears to be an improvement for some people might not be for some other groups of stakeholders indirectly involved or affected by such plans (Midgley et al, 1998).  The nature of improvement can be defined temporarily and locally.  Temporarily, because any understanding of an improvement can evolve through time and dynamically include, exclude or marginalise different issues as well as people involved and affected by plans.  The limitations of human understanding mean that what may appear to be sustainable at one moment may seem less so at the next. Improvement is local, as any understanding of it is confined to a particular context of intervention and to what people in it consider relevant for improving existing situations at a particular moment.  This does not mean however that a ‘local’ understanding of improvement may not be widely accepted.  It could be even considered sustainable if it seems that it will last into the indefinite future without the appearance of undesired consequences (Córdoba and Midgley, 2002).


From the idea of improvement the idea of system boundary follows.  A system boundary can be seen as a social construction that defines the knowledge and people to be considered relevant in any plan (system) that aims at improvement (Churchman, 1970).  What appears to be an improvement to some people might not be considered as such by others once the boundaries of what is to be included and who should be involved are pushed out (Churchman, 1970 and 1979; Ulrich, 1983; Midgley, 1992, 1997 and 2000; Midgley et al, 1998).  The idea of boundary in improvement is taken further by Ulrich (1983), Midgley (1992, 1997 and 2000) and Yolles (2001) to develop a process of boundary critique in interventions, taking into account that the setting up of boundaries is a value content process (Ulrich, 1983). This means that the values adopted in a design will direct the drawing of boundaries that define the knowledge accepted as pertinent. Similarly, the inevitable process of drawing boundaries constrains the ethical stance taken and the values pursued. Debating boundaries is therefore an ethical process, involving various ethical stances posed by those participating in social design.  

Hence, boundary critique consists on ‘pushing out’ the boundaries accepted in a design by considering issues or people who might be left out from the mainstream of decisions in any plan but can be considered relevant by various groups of stakeholders in a situation (Midgley et al, 1998).  Those taken for granted assumptions are challenged regarding “what else” or “who else” should be included in discussion and action.  Critical attitude on boundaries adopted also includes the boundaries concerning an intervention like people who should be participating and/or taking part in discussions, as well as methodologies or methods used during an intervention (Midgley, 2000).  

Following the idea of boundary critique, Midgley (1992a) is interested in asking what happens when there is a conflict between different groups of people who have different ethics (values in action) relating to the same issue, and thereby make different boundary judgements.  If one group makes a narrow boundary judgement and another makes a wider one, there will be a marginal area between the two boundaries. This marginal area will contain elements that are excluded by the group making the narrow boundary judgement, but are included in the wider analysis undertaken by the second group. We can call the two boundaries the primary and secondary boundaries (the primary boundary being the narrower one). This is represented visually in Figure 1. 

Figure 1.  Boundary Critique and the Existence of “Sacred” and “Profane” elements (Midgley, 1992a).

Midgley argues that, when two ethical boundary judgements come into conflict, the situation tends to be stabilised by the imposition of either a sacred or a profane status on marginal elements. The words “sacred” and “profane” mean valued and devalued respectively. These words refer to the special status of a marginalised element. The imposition of either a sacred or profane status on marginal elements stabilises a conflictual situation in the following manner. When marginal elements become profane, the primary boundary and its associated ethic is focused upon and reinforced as the main reference for decision-making. People or issues relegated to the margins are disparaged, allowing the secondary boundary to be ignored. Conversely, when marginal elements are made sacred (and thereby assume a special importance), the secondary boundary and its associated ethic is focused upon and reinforced.  

The privileging of one boundary is not achieved necessarily through a consensus.  Instead, it takes place in a process of symbolic ritual in society (Midgley, 1992). One particularly important point about the privileging of a boundary is that it does not exist in isolation —it is ‘held in place’, or granted integrity, by virtue of the fact that it expresses wider struggles between competing discourses in the wider society (Midgley, 1992).  Critical thinking can be exerted by practitioners about the existence of different primary or secondary boundaries in design.  Inquiry is made by considering that issues included, excluded and marginalized are issues of concern for the wider of society and could affect as well as be affected by decisions taken in any planning process.


In the use of boundary critique, discussion of various issues can lead participants to formulate different research questions that can be addressed with a whole method, or part of it.  The resultant set of methods constitutes a whole system of inquiry that is particular to the issues identified in a context (Midgley, 1997 and 2000).  In the application of any method or parts of it new boundaries can be identified, and discussion on the nature of primary and secondary boundaries continued.  Moreover, the use of different theories can contribute to highlight issues and people that could be relevant for a situation in such a way that relevant aspects can be ‘swept in’ a process of inquiry.  This means that theories define knowledge to be considered relevant in understanding phenomena and this knowledge is bounded by certain assumptions that define what is relevant to know about a situation (Midgley, 2000).  If understandings can be bounded in many different ways, then each of these boundaries may suggest the use of a different theory. The use of multiple boundaries therefore legitimises the use of multiple theoretical perspectives. For the practice of boundary critique for intervention, theories can be incorporated to inform understandings of those involved and affected, and the implications of adopting boundaries about theory discussed.  

4.	Boundary Critique for IS planning

For the issues raised regarding participation and managing emerging concerns in IS planning, the use of boundary critique can be seen as useful to include those elements (issues, people) that seem to be ‘marginalised’ or considered as ‘profane’ by the use of approaches that focus inquiry on information aspects or on the achievement of efficiency, productivity and control.  Discussion on potential issues that need not to be ‘marginalised’ in the practice of information systems can contribute to shift the focus from technological aspects to people-related issues (Clarke and Lehaney, 2000a; Hutchinson, 2000; Xu, 2000).  This could also contribute to improve performance of organisations (Córdoba and Midgley, 2002) and enable participants addressing more openly existing gaps between information needs and business strategies.   


Furthermore, the use of boundary critique leads practitioners to push out certain boundaries that are set in relation to who should be involved in information systems planning and what is considered to important to address if improved for present and future generations is pursued.  As new issues emerge, new boundaries can be identified; the consequences of adopting them can be debated with those involved and affected by decisions.  Action is broadly informed on these grounds. By integrating continuously theory, methodology and practice in systemic, learning can be achieved  (Midgley, 2000).  This learning can take place about the subject who generates knowledge, as it will be seen later on in this paper. 





The systems theory of autopoiesis provides an explanation of how human beings interact according to their biological condition as living systems.  A more detailed description of this theory can be found in the original work of Maturana and Varela (1987). Essentially, the term autopoiesis can be understood as self-producing.  An autopoietic system is one that acts to maintain its internal organisation and takes actions that are determined by its current structure when it interacts with its environment.  The structure of a system is its arrangement of components in such a way that its organisation (that which gives it identity) is maintained.  The structure of a system changes over time, but within limits laid down by its organisation (which cannot change without the system losing its identity as a self-producing entity — in other words —, without dying) (Córdoba et al, 2000a).  The interactions with an environment are determined by a system’s structure although this structure changes due to the flow of interactions of a system with its environment.  

The above means that as autopoietic systems, human beings are determined in their actions by our structure, which is a product of their previous interactions with whatever constitutes our environment (ourselves, other people, things, etc).  The environment can only ‘trigger’ changes in human beings that are made possible due to the structure at a certain moment of time.  We as human beings are predisposed to react to certain situations but not to others, in other words we are able to “see what we see, and what we do not see does not exist” (Maturana and Varela, 1987, p. 242).

5.1 Sub-domains of ‘concern’ in Autopoiesis

For human beings in particular, their structure changes due also to the interaction with other human beings with whom a particular domain is maintained.  It is the domain of relation (Maturana, 1998).  Maturana and Varela (1987) argue that there are different sub-domains of interaction belonging to the domain of relation through which individuals ‘flow’.  As social animals, human beings not only act; we strive to co-ordinate our actions in each sub-domain domain.  We act in co-ordination with others, and language supports the co-ordination of actions as well as the co-ordination of co-ordination of actions.  These sub-domains of interaction constitute different realities that are lived with others (including oneself) (Maturana, 1988). 

From autopoiesis, there are important insights to understand situations.  In any of the sub-domains of interaction in which individuals are immersed, there are different realities being lived and considered valid or acceptable, as well as unacceptable.  In these, there are concerns of who constitutes an ‘other’ for action (Maturana, 1988; Córdoba, 2001, italics added).  Concerns stem from the different ways of living of individuals.  They are lived with those who we are able to ‘see’ in interactions and certain issues are considered relevant within each sub-domain.  Hence there are people and issues that we individuals as autopoietic can see and those who they do not ‘see’.  

To this situation of ‘blindness’ towards people and issues critical thinking can be derived to support the idea of achieving a better degree of understanding between participants in a situation, including researchers.  As an explanation of the origin and nature of concerns and human interaction, autopoiesis also encourages mutual respect, collaboration and listening between individuals (Maturana, 1988) and their concerns.  This does not mean that all concerns are desirable, but equally legitimate (Maturana, 1998a and b).  Any issue of concern can be considered as equally valid as any other that is distinguished by people in their sub-domains of interaction.  Practitioners are then encouraged to identify those concerns, invite others to ‘see’ them and promote mutual respect, listening and co-existence in the living of these concerns (Córdoba et al, 2000; Córdoba and Midgley, 2002).  This involves also recognising the own concerns and exploring possibilities of creating new sub-domains of interaction in which concerns could co-exist in a desirable manner (Maturana, 1998b). 
6.	An Application of Critical Systems Thinking in Information Systems (IS) Planning

Following the above ideas, a combination between boundary critique and autopoiesis was used to inform an exercise of information systems (IS) planning in a Colombian university. A more detailed account of the methodology used and the process can be found in Córdoba et al, 2000, Córdoba, 2001 and Córdoba and Midgley, 2002.  One of the distinctions used to guide the identification of emerging issues was that of concerns (or preoccupations for action to improve their ways of living) as systems boundaries (Córdoba, 2001).  Concerns from people were conceived of as concerns for an individual self and others; concerns are lived in inter-action with others and define relevant elements for action.  By establishing this distinction, it was possible to argue that identifying concerns brought forth the identification of different groups of individuals for whom these concerns would be relevant as part of their way of living (including those identifying concerns).  An attitude of openness at listening and respect for the concerns of others (even if these concerns were not apparently ‘seen’ by different people) was encouraged by researchers.  To the existence of various concerns, researchers also promoted mutual understanding and collaboration in the definition and implementation of initiatives. 

From identification of concerns it was possible to enquire about ‘other‘ issues and people that might lie between primary and secondary boundaries identified in the distinction of concerns.  These elements could be ‘marginalised’ but influencing and being influenced by the planning and implementation of information systems.  Hence, it was necessary to facilitate debate among those involved about the consequences of decisions and plans if certain boundaries and their concerns were privileged (Córdoba et al, 2000; Córdoba, 2001; Córdoba and Midgley, 2002).  The concerns surrounding IS planning could — or could not be — related to the use and maintenance of information systems and technology.  From debate on the implications of adopting certain boundaries, definition of actions could follow.  Design of any initiative was supported by the use of systems methods (parts, or sets of them) from methodologies like Interactive Planning (Ackoff, 1981), Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (Checkland, 1981) and Critical Systems Heuristics (Ulrich, 1983).

6.1 The appearance of an ‘ethical subject’ in interaction 

During the intervention mentioned, the author of this paper identified his own personal concerns in relation to how the process unfolded emerged.  These concerns were mainly related to ethical aspects.  As an IS practitioner and researcher, the author found himself having different ethical principles from participants, particularly from administrators.  For example, proposals for improving co-ordination and evaluation of the social impact of plans at the university were not seen as relevant by administrators, despite concerns of other people involved about the lack of effectiveness of plans.  Improvement achieved by pushing out boundaries and including issues and people in design was considered by senior managers as difficult to implement in practice, due to engagement of people in different activities (sub-domains of action).  Some of the people involved considered those activities ‘essential and necessary things to do’ (e.g. ‘good’) at that particular moment in time; hence they appeared to be blind to consider other issues that seemed to be marginalised from the mainstream of decisions.

A tension manifested during the project regarding different ethical views caused concern and interest in the practitioner mentioned.  Was the process of IS planning a continuous finding of a practitioner as an ethical subject?  It appeared that from using the methodological approach mentioned above an ethical subject emerged as exhibiting particular ethical concerns regarding him/herself and others (i.e. what to do, who to include in the exercise, what marginalisations were accepted, what values were driving the process).  Such a subject was intending to make sense of his/her own concerns, which were made evident in the interaction with other individuals and groups; in interaction, there were various discourses about what to do to improve best existing situations.  How to consider then those individual or collective others as having a different notion of the ‘right thing to do?’  How to understand and manage identified ‘blindness’ towards certain issues and people that should be included in plans? How to manage the own concerns of practitioners or groups as subjects of the information society? Answers to some of these questions will be given in the following sections of the paper. 

7.	Foucault on Ethics and Power.  

After some self-reflection on the nature of the ethical subject described above​[2]​, the author of this paper found a very interesting alternative for this issue in the research project developed by Michel Foucault (Foucault 1977, 1980, 1984a,b, c, d and 1985). Michel Foucault’s notion of ethics proposed a shift in the understanding of ethics.  The idea of a universalising ethics is abandoned by a more ‘strategic’ notion in which people are continuously engaged in various discourses about ethics.  This shift became essential in understanding ethical concerns raised by subjects in the project mentioned, as these concerns were identified in the engagement between people.  For Foucault, in modernity there are multiple ethical discourses that constitute what we are as subjects as individuals or collectives (Foucault, 1984b).  These discourses are entangled in processes of knowledge production; moreover, they are ‘deployed’ (to use one of Foucault’s terms) via power-relations.   For Foucault ethics, power and knowledge are interrelated.  Individuals are engaged in public and private discourses of ethics that are entangled with discourses about true knowledge in society (Foucault, 1984b). 

The concept of power is essential to analyse how an ethical subject has become what he/she is now. In the works of Foucault one can find various definitions.  They are also related to the analysis of power that Foucault does of different phenomena in society.  Power is an analytical tool, which for Foucault is not an objective concept, and is identified more in its operation in relations between selves (subjects)  (Foucault, 1977 and 1982).  Power is a set of grid of relations (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982).  It is the operation of the political technologies throughout the social body.  Power produces non-egalitarian and mobile relations.  The operation of power is localised spatially and temporally in different instances.  

Hence, “Power is a general matrix of force relations at a given time, in a given society” (Dreyfus and Rabinow, p.186).  The operation of power is manifested at different levels: either as targeting individuals in their possibilities of being ‘subjects’ (individual or collective selves) or in the guiding of the conduct of groups or even societies.  By the influence of power, subjects become ‘normalised’ in their actions, i.e. their possibilities of action are constrained; nevertheless there is still a degree of freedom for individuals, in a way that power and freedom are mutually interdependent (Foucault, 1982).  

Power can be distinguished in a network of relations characterised by asymmetry and inequality, and by unforeseen consequences of decisions taken in the network.  Within power there is also resistance. Resistance is also deployed in different points of the network, and is manifested in those efforts of resisting or allowing forms of individualisation.  Power is dynamic, as relations between individuals change through time.  

For Foucault, discourses of ‘truth’ in modernity like ethical discourses contribute to the re-production of power.  These discourses influence each other, and contribute to an overall strategy of power for society.  Discourses are in tension with each other.  They have their own rationality different from each other’s.  The existence of various ‘truth games’ makes any ethical conflict between discourses (or individuals) better understood as a game of power, characterised by struggle, strive for dominance, a war-like tension  (Foucault, 1984b,c; Vega-Romero, 1999).   To mutual influence between power and ethics, Foucault has proposed for an ethical subject to be critical to those forms of individualisation that normalise him/her.  He has said:
“Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we are…we have to imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of this kind of political ‘double bind’ which is the simultaneous individualisation and totalisation of modern power structures” (Foucault, 1982, p.216).  

As individuals immersed in power, the above critique and self-construction of a subject has to consider the effect of power.  Power is not a negative concept as constraining action.  Power can be used in a positive way.  Individuals can still exert their freedom to utilise what is at their disposal to achieve specific ends.  They should be aware of how they are immersed in power-relations and how they can exert their freedom according to what they consider is right or wrong for them selves (Vega-Romero, 1999). 

The above notion of power ethics can complement existing critique on boundaries.  As Vega-Romero (1999) has argued, the use of Michel Foucalt’s notion power in critique brings a view of systems boundaries as existing in tension with each other. Hence, phenomena of marginalisation can be seen as the product of the operation of power.  The existence of primary and secondary boundaries (individual and/or collective) leads subjects to face dilemmas which they will need to resolve by deciding what type of subjects they want to be and what concerns they are going to privilege in action with the corresponding boundary elements and power relations used or resisted.  Between individual and collective forms of power there will be always continuous tensions that subjects need to be aware of and be able to resolve locally and temporarily as action unfolds (Vega-Romero, 1999; Córdoba, 2001). 

8.	Power-ethics and Boundary Critique on Concerns for IS Planning and Practice

With the notion of power-ethics adding a critical dimension to the distinction of boundaries, it can also be said that a more profound understanding of the need to promote openness and coexistence between individuals coming from the systems theory of Autopoiesis can be developed.  Concerns of openness and coexistence can be seen as concerns that are developed in the tensions between individuals and groups. Invitations to live under the emotions of ‘mutual’ respect could be considered as power strategies to achieve particular ends if a situation in practice demands being more aware of the concerns of others.  These ends could be promoting learning between people, co-ordinating efforts, enhancing collaboration, etc.  Coexistence and openness should not be considered any longer ultimate ends in IS planning but means to achieve purposeful improvement in the design of initiatives. Any attempt to promote coexistence or collaboration will have implications for the dynamics of power and for the ethical identity of individuals as members of various domains of action. 

Furthermore, any inquiry on concerns, boundaries and power relations could lead practitioners to be critical on the identities to be developed for themselves and others.  Inquiry on what type of identity (es) subject (s) are perpetuating through power relations can foster reflection on what other systems boundaries that are influencing and being influenced by action need to be taken into account in the design of any initiative.  Awareness of the relationships between concerns, ethical identity and boundaries can enrich reflection.  In any process of IS planning, individuals can ask themselves in relation to concerns identified questions that relate these categories like:

About concerns identified (IS and non-IS based)





	How have we (I) become such ‘ethical’ subjects of power relations?​[4]​. 
	What type of ethical subject do we (I) want to be? 

About boundaries and power

	What boundaries are we (am I) privileging with this ‘new’ ethical identity (ies)? What and who need to be included? Marginalised? 
	What are the implications of power relations identified for action? Do we (I) need to consider different boundaries? 

What emerges from the above questioning is a continuous distinction of system boundaries as concerns and reflection on ethical identities, which informs action to be taken.  With action, new concerns can emerge, new power relations can be uncovered and tensions in the dynamics of these relations can lead subjects to inquiry continuously on what type of ethical subject they want to (re) develop within distinguished power relations.  Critique on power relations cannot free subjects from the influence of power, but can create conditions for them to judge the scope of their actions (Midgley, 1997). In this judgement, the use of boundary critique would enable subjects to consider elements that need to be taken into account if their actions are to produce wider impacts in society, and in this way enriches the construction of ethical identity with considerations about ‘others’ (issues and people).  

Moreover, in considering issues of power-ethics and boundaries, subjects could use systems methods or methodologies to address questions raised during critique in such a way that there is a whole of interrelated sets of questions to be tackled in the design of actions (Midgley, 1997 and 2000), IS and non-IS based. 

The notion of power-ethics adds a critical dimension to the raising of ethical issues in IS planning. It brings awareness on the possibilities and constraints that any action has, as well as the implications for the ethical identity of subjects, individually or collectively.  As ethics is enmeshed with power, any attempt to raise ethical issues in IS practice, like for example the definition of ethical codes (Walsham, 1996), the development of ‘informated’ or ‘professional’ forms of identity (Walsham, 1998, Munro, 2001) or strategies of ‘alignment’ between IS and business domains (Mitleton-Kelly and Papaefthimiou, 1999, Theo and Ang, 1999, Peppard, 2001) could be better seen as attempts to shift power relations with the use of IS that have implications for the ethical identity of individuals or groups.  Such phenomena can now be better seen as happening in a continuous tension between power forces, which result is struggle, cancellation, agreement or disagreement towards what can be accepted as ‘good’ or ‘true’ (Foucault, 1984b). Critical thinking about power and ethics in IS planning could be based on a continuous, mobile and relational analysis of how individuals affect and are affected by power relations in their raising of ethical issues in the practice of IS.







In this paper, a critical framework of ideas to inform information systems (IS) planning critically has been presented.  Critique has been developed in two stages.  First, as a combination of systems theories that has enabled in practice the exploration of issues emerging in the process and has given possibilities practitioners and people to judge the scope of their actions and the impacts of these in the wider of society.  Second, through practice, the identification of different concerns led to the distinction of an IS practitioner as an ‘ethical subject’.  This resulted in extending critical thinking and critique in IS planning with Michel Foucault’s notion of ethics coming from power. This notion offers the possibility of adding self-reflection to the use of different systems thinking theories in the practice of IS planning and to the acknowledgement of tensions between concerns identified in the process of development of ethical identities in practice. 

With this critical framework, IS planning can be seen as a dynamic process embedded in power relations that are affected and affect the management of issues of concern in organisations and the wider of society. The use of systems theories enables to consider critically wider implications of decisions.  In this framework, these implications are considered in terms of ethical concerns, which are embedded in power tensions. Their management involves a dynamic process of defining and redefining the ethical identities that individual or collective subjects want to develop.  To the existence of such a dynamic process, IS planning practitioners can make positive use of power strategies or forces to develop their own ethical identities and life projects as ethical subjects.  This includes IS planning and implementation as power strategies. 
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^1	  The name of ‘power-ethics’ was first quoted by Dávila (1993) when he was referring to the work of Michel Foucault. 
^2	  After a revision of ethics of Aristotle (Aristotle, 350B.C), Plato (Plato, 375 B.C and Irwin, 1995) and MacIntyre (1985) it seemed that what was needed was an account of ethics in which individuals or groups were engaged in various domains of action, in each of which there were different ethical concerns. 
^3	  Foucault provides some elements of analysis for the ethical identity of subjects that could be used to foster reflection on how we as subjects become what we are (Foucault, 1977).  These are the substance, the mode of subjection, the means and the telos (Foucault, 1977).  A more detailed reflection on the ethical identity of subjects is out of the scope of this paper.
^4	  Foucault (1984d) offers some basic questions that should help individuals and groups to grasp the type of critique that could be developed around power, knowledge and ethics:How are we constituted as subjects of our own knowledge?How are we constituted as subjects that exercise or submit to power relations?(Cont.…) How are we constituted as moral subjects of our own actions (italics added)?
